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“You are history. You are legend. You
are the heroic example of democracy’s solidarity and
universality...we shall not forget you; and, when the olive tree of
peace is in flower, entwined with the victory laurels of the
Republic of Spain – come back.” – La
Pasionaria, 1938.


Chapter One

 


July
1937

 


The Battle of
Brunete had raged for a fortnight.

Situated
twenty-four kilometres west of Madrid, Brunete was central to the
overall control of the region. With Franco’s forces gaining ground
in the north, the Spanish Loyalists had devised the attack on
Brunete to divert the fascists and thus allow the Loyalists time to
flee from the coast and reorganise.

Furthermore,
Brunete was situated on the Extremadura road and its capture would
frustrate Franco in his efforts to resupply his forces who were
besieging Madrid.

The terrain
varied from hills, ridges and creeks to wide-open plains. The open
plains abetted the Loyalists’ latest weapon, tanks supplied by the
Soviet Union.

The Loyalist
forces comprised of eight divisions: 50,000 men supported by 140
tanks along with members of the International Brigades. Franco’s
army also consisted of eight divisions, plus a thousand Moroccan
mercenaries and air support from the Condor Legion.

After initial
success, the Loyalists suffered setbacks and losses. Bullets and
bombs took their toll. However, many men also succumbed to the
intense heat and a lack of water. The casualty rate stood at sixty
percent and was set to climb higher.

Heini Hopkins
mopped the sweat from her brow and dressed yet another head wound.
Along with her colleagues Dr Miguel Martinez and nurse Lise Lazard,
Heini had travelled to Brunete during the early days of the battle,
her ambulance following a trail established by lorries loaded with
soldiers and munitions.

Upon their
arrival, Dr Martinez, Heini and Lise established a hospital in the
Escorial. They chose the location with great care – the fascists
were fond of bombing hospitals; however, Heini hoped that they
would spare the Escorial hospital due to the historical importance
of the region.

The building,
a former Catholic school for boys, was situated on elevated terrain
within generous grounds. The medical staff transformed the
dormitories into wards for the wounded while the grounds offered a
view of the local villages.

When off-duty,
Heini would sit in the hospital’s gardens and watch the various
lights as they danced across the sky. Those lights emanated from
anti-aircraft guns and from fires that engulfed the local
villages.

Heini’s ward
was on the second floor and contained fifty cots. An annex
contained two additional cots, reserved for the severely
wounded.

Heini sponged
her patients, applied fresh bandages and offered intravenous
injections. Then she stood on the balcony and reflected on her
boyfriend, International Brigades volunteer Deiniol
Price.

To date, Heini
had received no word from Deiniol. His unit was at Brunete, but
she’d seen no sign of him. She wondered if he’d been killed or
wounded. However, she hadn’t seen his name on the casualty reports.
Maybe he was fighting in a different sector of the battlefield. She
held on to the hope that he was still alive and that they would
meet soon.

Fresh wounded
arrived, including a group of Moroccan mercenaries. Their shrapnel
wounds suggested injuries sustained from bombs dropped by the
Condor Legion. Franco was bombing his own men. Such was the chaos
of battle.

Looking
handsome and fresh despite a lack of sleep, Dr Martinez assessed
the wounded. “Superficial,” he said of a lesion that ran from a
soldier’s knee to his ankle. “He can wait.”

Heini
reflected; what they regarded as superficial now they considered as
an emergency in peacetime. She would offer the patient morphine, a
drug more valuable than gold. She was aware that some of the men
took morphine, not to dull the physical pain, but to ease the
mental anguish.

Lise joined
them and helped in the assessment of two badly wounded men. With
Heini and Lise’s assistance, Dr Martinez operated on the men and
despite the odds saved their lives.

Later, during
a brief respite, Heini reflected on the number of wounded. She
counted the wounded to judge how well the battle was going. There
were too many wounded. They were losing the battle.

Back on the
ward, Lise offered a patient a piece of wood to bite on. It was
primitive medicine. However, biting on wood was a habit some of the
soldiers had slipped into in the belief that it prevented the onset
of, and aided the effects of, shellshock.

Meanwhile,
Heini tended to a cavalry officer. Battered and blooded, he’d
arrived at the hospital on horseback.

“My horse,”
the cavalry officer mumbled as Heini took his
temperature.

“Don’t you
want to learn about your leg?” she asked.

“Never
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